The SMILE (SME MIcro-LEarning) Project began January 2001. It is an ESF-funded programme of study for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where the learner is presented with an andragogy using online off-campus delivery via a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). Learners have the opportunity to engage in work-based/problem-solving learning as 'activities/tasks', both individually and as members of teams. Collaborative learning through the use of a virtual classroom (within the VLE) is used to develop a learning community. A virtual learning environment is being used to allow the learner to take part anywhere, any time and at any pace. This paper will stress the importance of tutor and institutional support in underpinning the learners' experiences.
Introduction
Management researchers suggest that those companies that invest in enhancing employee learning opportunities are able to outperform those that do not (Barrow 2001) . Others support a view that profitable growth is driven by a clear link between a company's knowledge base and Quality, and then between Quality and product innovation (Colurcio 1998) . The challenge for the smaller company is how to maintain a sufficient level of learning/knowledge base development in response to what is becoming increasingly a knowledge-driven national as well as global economy (Learning to Succeed 1999). Whereas larger companies are more likely to have in place structured management development programmes using either in-company programmes or day/period release of staff off-site or a combination of both, such opportunities are invariably less available to the smaller company. This may be due, in part, to a corporate culture but just as much to the inability of the smaller company to absorb the loss of key personnel from day-to-day activities. Project SMILE, using ESF funding, was seen as one way of providing some of these learning and information needs. It was designed for those learners who required an alternative mode of study to the traditional on-site/on-campus classroom environment. It is a programme of modules on various management topics being delivered off-campus using a web-based, online virtual learning environment. It is currently restricted to small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with fewer than 250 employees because of the conditions of the ESF award.
Granular e-l learning
What made the programme innovative was the adoption of a granular approach to content design and delivery. Project SMILE's shift in pedagogy/andragogy involved the deconstruction of module content into small chunks, or grains of learning, each with a specified Learning Outcome. Each chunk/grain comprises an element of 'learner information', supported by the opportunity for the learner to engage in workbased or problem-solving tasks, which can be engaged with by individuals or teams, or indeed both. A series of related grains or chunks constitute a theme. Themes were used in such a way as to help the learner reconstruct the knowledge input. To date, each module has evolved with four or five substantive themes, though they have varied in length and in the nature of the activities.
When we first piloted the idea we called our approach 'micro e-learning' (Clements & Birch, 2000) , but found that the growing literature was using the generic terms 'granular e-learning' or 'granularity', which we have since adopted. Project SMILE looked for a new approach to assist SME managers in their learning using this emerging andragogy (Knowles 1980 , Collis & Moonen 2001 , Hodgson & Kambouri 1999 , Griffiths & Guile 1999 . It explored to what extent the learning needs and expectations of a learner with limited time and attention to spend on learning materials at set times could be met, while at the same time providing sufficient support from the tutor.
The approach of providing learning in granular form is finding increasing support (Stephenson & Basiel 2001) . The granular approach used in SMILE is combined with the power of a virtual learning environment platform to produce a collaborative learning programme. The emphasis is upon providing a meaningful yet flexible learning environment. We have found that our target learner group is less likely to engage in traditional learning activity, and has fewer structured and planned management development programmes as well. Members of this learner group are less likely to find the time to attend traditional classroom, on-campus training programmes. Though they remain very much an (often self-) excluded group of learners, we believe that the combination of granular e-learning and an effective Virtual Learning Environment provides them with new lifelong learning opportunities. We recognise that part of SMILE's purpose will be to encourage them back into a 'learning culture', returning to more structured learning, possibly after some considerable time away. Many of the participants may well need to 'learn to learn' once again, albeit in a new way (Ravn et al, 2001 ). The module tutors have become facilitators of the learning process, rather than solely deliverers of knowledge (Marchmont 2000) . Learner engagement has been intensified by looking towards problembased learning and work-based learning as vehicles for learner involvement and enhanced learner motivation (van de Bossche et al, 2001 ).
Using a virtual learning environment (VLE)
A VLE (in this case IBM's Lotus LearningSpace) was chosen as the designated mode of e-delivery. The University has been using VLEs to deliver programmes both on and off-campus since 1998, though not necessarily in granular form (Clements & Smalley 2000) .
Briefly, Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) are network-based software programmes designed to facilitate group as well as individual activities. They are considered to offer an integrated solution to managing online learning. They provide a delivery mechanism; student tracking facilities (where individual student participation in VLE activities and discussions can be logged); interactive assessment (often); access opportunities to discuss, support and provide resources, which can be self-developed or professionally authored, stored locally or made available using the world wide web (www). The main differences (depending upon the capabilities of the VLE) between a VLE and other computer-based learning or computer-supported learning environments are the enhanced possibilities of communication and collaboration with peers and tutors within the same virtual environment as the content and activities (further explanation of VLEs can be found online: Clements 2002) . There was to be the added opportunity of inviting 'informed guests' to contribute to the learning experience (Clements 2001) .
Retaining a course/moduleís unique identity
Though most VLEs do allow some customising at the front end (entrance), Project SMILE used a dedicated website linked to the VLE. This portal made learner access easy and allowed us to integrate other learner support facilities and materials that would build a more effective learning community ( Figure 2 ). Using the dedicated website was intended to develop the Project's unique identity in the eyes of the learners.
There are two entry points/pathways into the VLE from the SMILE portal (shown above) -Learning Community and Visitors. The Visitors pathway provides background information on the approach to the programme and requires no user name and password access. The Learning Community pathway, besides providing access to the modules, contains a general chat facility as well as useful learner support. In common with most VLEs, access to the modules is restricted by user name and password. Project SMILE used online registration.
Every registered user of a VLE within the Staffordshire University framework has access to a range of 'help' facilities. These include the Library and IT Services and a custom-built online 'help' module. To assist this particular group of (re)learners, paper-based supporting documentation was provided and focused 'helps' were embedded, as appropriate, in specific modules. These were located at the beginning of each module (in LearningSpace this is <Start Here>) and were easily navigable to and from anywhere within the module.
The tutorís role
We believe that the roles of tutors and mentors are critical in delivering e-learning off-campus programmes. Their role is not simply to be knowledge providers. They are seen as providing a learning framework, as activity planners, and participate as monitors and quality control overseers; that is, they play a facilitating role. From our previous experiences developing and delivering elearning using VLEs this role can only be achieved by prior staff training and familiarisation. All developers and tutors involved were required to undergo a structured pedagogical and technical, 'hands-on' training in the VLE offered by the University's Learning Development Unit before participating in the project. Module developers in the SMILE Project were asked to explore ways of moving away from knowledge and acquisition models, towards contribution-oriented, learnercentred ones. Module introductions were planned to overlap to provide continuity for those learners moving faster through the Project than others. There were no specified learning 'pre-requisites,' as it was assumed that not every learner would necessarily want to undertake every module. Modules remained 'open' after the nominated end-period too, as a source of reference for the learner. The programme topics were determined in consultation with SMEs and debate within the Project Steering Group. This Steering Group consisted of members of SMEs, local business agencies as well as faculty members of the University, under the chairmanship of an SME member. Each module, area of study and all content was considered by this Steering Group before being made available to learners. We saw this as a reasonable 'test of relevance'. Topics selected ranged from Entrepreneurship, to Marketing, to Finance, to Law, to e-Business. In all cases the content material is aimed as far as possible and practical towards the learning needs of SMEs. From the outset it has been the intention to include content writers and guests from business, large and small, rather than concentrate the production of learning material from the one source, namely University faculty staff. Over the two year life of the Project, nearly 200 learners have been involved in the development and evaluation of the Project.
Focused content and pedagogy
Each module consists of a number of unifying 'themes'. We found in our discussions with learners that they felt comfortable with the idea of some reconstruction of the materials. We had a feeling that excessive use of granularity might lead to some learners failing to see the sum of the parts, which were reflected in our stated Learning Objectives/Learning Outcomes. However, we recognise that even so, the learners' own learning objectives might have been met. This is an area we believe requires further investigation -the extent to which granularity can be applied to learner information.
The length and importance of themes are not prescribed to module designers but between 4 and 5 themes emerge over the life of each module. Each theme is then granulated down to a series of small chunks of learning and skill(s) development. A chunk consists of: learner information; opportunity for individual reflection on the learner information; activity to develop skills (using problembased/work-based learning whenever feasible); opportunity for individual reflection on the skills development and learner information; opportunity for individual and group reflection and discussion (collaboration); feedback to the learning community;
Our earlier trials suggest that making an input of learner information last longer than 20-30 minutes proves less effective with these learner groups (Clements & Birch 2000) . We recognise, however, that there are and always will be individual differences between learners working through what might be new concepts or processes for the first time. The flexibility offered by a VLE is ideal to provide for and assist such individual differences. We found that some individual learners were very keen to develop certain parts of a module which were perceived by them to be more appropriate to their current learning needs. They were found to be taking much longer over a 'chunk' than we planned. We found it encouraging that though we were deconstructing the module, the learners were reconstructing it in quite different ways, making the learning relevant to themselves.
Totalling the time spent on each 'chunk' suggests a module has around 24 hours of direct (but virtual) learner information to impart. In addition, each learner is expected to provide 'self-learning time', in the region of a further 56 hours over the duration of the module, approximating in total to some 80 learning hours. Much of this additional learning time was devoted to problem-based and, in particular, work-based learning situations.
Developing the learnerís skill sets
In the previous section it was suggested that the Activities are constructed in such a way as to support the learner information in developing skills, but what skills? We were aware that for many of the learners their major concern was to 'acquire more knowledge' (in order to perform better within their organisation), but to achieve this 'subject knowledge skill,' especially where many of the learners were returning to learning, required us to be conscious of providing a platform to develop other skills as well. These included developing general learning skills, in particular encouraging the independent reflective learner. We were interested in them being able to interpret and critically evaluate knowledge, synthesising both theory and practice. In doing so they would be able to argue rationally (with other learners through collaboration in the virtual classroom, and with colleagues in the workplace) and draw supportable conclusions. It had been suggested to us that for the 'isolated SME manager' this opportunity had rarely been available in the past. In addition, using the VLE has lead to better hands-on IT skills and the acquisition of better 'elearning' skills too.
Implications for online granular module development
Running the early trial modules underlined our view that learners learn at different speeds and that more traditional delivery methods are probably less suitable for those who need more time to pick up skills, and those who are capable of being 'ahead of the game'. We noted the issue of differing levels of commitment to the modules. Because VLEs are more transparent in their mapping of activity (e.g. threaded discussions in the virtual discussion areas) than traditional classrooms, variances in learner participation are more easily identifiable. And there are noticeable variances, though one would expect such variances in traditional classrooms too. Some learners felt more comfortable than others in the virtual learning environment. Though people can learn without overtly co-operating with other learners, putting their hand up in class or seemingly taking part in (classroom) activities, we remain committed to increasing overall participation in the virtual classroom because of our conviction that these learners will benefit from collaborative and interactive learning. We will seek to achieve this by making the VLE increasingly simpler to use as well as ensuring that the perceived relevance of the learning materials and associated activities are brought home to the learners.
With no formal assessment pressures, some learners did report feeling less motivated to go that extra mile when undertaking certain openended 'search and develop' activities. With most SMILE learners expected to be in the 25-plus age group, it is important that we continue to recognise the learning needs of these learners and so develop an appropriate andragogy to ensure that they have a rich and fulfilling experience (Knowles 1980 , Mortimore et al 1999 . We would concur with the views of Collis and Moonen that the acquisitive training model is not the most appropriate for this group. A more sophisticated approach is needed to engender active and creative learning, where participation in many forms, collaboration and contribution become the core focus of learning activity (Collis and Moonen 2001).
Already in response to these early trials and the enthusiasm we have encountered from these non-traditional learners, we believe there is a market need and corresponding demand for granular electronic off-campus delivery. We believe, also, that there is a need to reconsider our A3 learning approach -anytime, any pace, any place -to encompass a further dimension, namely any topic. We need to test the rigour of our pedagogy/andragogy in subject areas other than those directed particularly at management development.
We remain vigilant that it is likely that many learners within this identified market are not going to be particularly computer and/or ICT literate. We need to accept and anticipate that they will be neither competent nor confident with e-learning. We might find that whilst satisfying some of their potential needs, such as access and flexibility, we might ignore others which are equally important and which will determine their motivation, aspirations, expectations and ultimately their successful completion of the modules. We need to ensure that we have the facilities and opportunities in place that will allow communication with other learners, a sense of sharing (both successes and failures) and fun and an 'esprit de corps' that can often be found in thriving adult education classes.
Project evaluation
Project evaluation is ongoing; the Project concludes in July 2003, but will remain active for a number of months after that. In each module there are embedded pre-commencement and post-completion questionnaires. From their analysis a number of interesting aspects have emerged.
Learner motivation is enhanced where the relevance of learning is clear and unambiguous to them.
There are signs that there is learner fatigue with e-learning modules. Learners begin with a flourish, but fail to maintain this initial momentum. We intend to explore this aspect of e-learning further.
We have identified what appear to be different groups of learners within the general category of SME learner, with different sets of learning needs and expectations. These are information seekers and accreditation seekers.
The information-seekers are looking for knowledge and application of that knowledge to assist their immediate concerns in their firm/organisation. We found them to be taking a shorter-term perspective of their learning.
The second group we called accreditation-seekers. These learners had a longer term perspective of their learning needs. They were interested in this form of learning, SMILE, (and management development programmes in general) evolving into a certification process. These two groups were not mutually exclusive. We found individual learners moving between groups as and when their needs and expectations changed. But the emergence of the information-seeker presents a challenge to the traditional HE institution that has concentrated predominantly on the latter group. The information-seeker has identified an immediate need for learning, passively or actively. They want a course/module to be available and relevant as and when the need arises. Just how long does an HE institution normally require responding to such a need? The process through which a 'new' course in particular -subject group meetings, faculty committees etc -has to travel might take as long as 12 months or more. As often as not, by this time the learner has gone elsewhere, or simply suppressed the need. Alternatively, the temptation for an institution is to take an existing course and tweak it to make it 'fit the need' (or simply not even bother with cosmetic changes!). Invariably this fit is not achieved as the Learning Objectives/Outcomes that drove its initial course/module design were different. Responding to the needs of the information-seeker will call for structural and attitude change in those institutions chained to traditional delivery methods. For too long the attitude of such institutions has been to make an off-the-shelf course/module available, where the learner has little or no influence upon its design and content. Many accreditation-seekers will accept this position because they will achieve what they ultimately wanted, namely a certificate or diploma. The dispirited informationseeker simply fades away or frequently fails to complete the course through disenchantment.
In its own small way, SMILE is seeking to break this mould. It has been designed to be more learner-centred, where learners (or those deemed to represent the needs of these learners) are used in the design and construction of the modules. The content of the modules, using workbased learning/problem-based learning, is used to encourage learning and skill acquisition through signalling relevance. Learners themselves will build modules, often with the help of 'informed guests'. It requires tutors to accept that they do not possess 'all the answers'; indeed they do not possess 'all the questions'. It requires them to address the fundamental question 'how might my learners learn better'? This will question the 'offthe-shelf and tinker-with-the-module' approach. Tutors designing learner-centred modules will invariably encounter numerous hurdles within a traditionally-structured institution, especially where they are intended to be delivered by nontraditional methods. Module designers are quite likely to fall foul of their institution's current (usually protracted) Quality Assurance procedures. Staff will question their roles as tutors; many feel more comfortable as that ubiquitous sage on the stage! But nowadays there appears to be an increasing demand from learners for instruction that is relevant. We have seen this in the growth in vocational courses. More and more people are now expected to pay for the pleasure of being educated and it does not seem too unreasonable for them to expect that what they learn will, in turn, help them to achieve their learning needs and expectations. For off-campus courses this might include 'how will it help me do my job better so that I might progress' rather than necessarily 'equip me intellectually to be an industry leader sometime in the future'. All too often we have chosen to ignore the gap between now and the future; hoping that some will make that leap, but not necessarily equipping them to do it! Project SMILE was intended to play a part in helping to bridge that gap.
